A systematic review of hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis function in schizophrenia: implications for mortality.
There is convincing evidence that environmental stress plays a significant role in modifying both mental and physical health. The biological mechanisms linking stress to ill health are not fully understood, but significant evidence points to a central role of the stress axes; the hypothalamic- pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis and the sympathetic nervous system. Together these two systems link the brain and the body and are crucial in maintaining homeostasis as well as improving an organism's survival chances in the face of environmental challenge. There is evidence of altered HPA axis function in people with a range of mental disorders, and this may in part explain the poor physical health of people with psychotic, mood and anxiety disorders. This paper systematically reviews HPA axis function in people with schizophrenia and relates this to the pattern of physical health seen in this disease. In summary, the evidence suggests people with schizophrenia can experience both hyper- and hypo-function of the HPA axis. It is likely that this contributes to the pattern of poor physical health and premature mortality suffered by people with schizophrenia, in particular the high rates of cardiovascular and metabolic disturbance.